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INSPIRATION AND INFALLIBILITY. 



" GentiiEMEN," said an eminent professor of Greek exege- 
sis, now an ornament of the English bench of bishops, speaking 
to a large company of theological students twenty-five years 
ago, — " Gentlemen, do not commit yourselves, as you go forth 
into life, to any rigid definition of inspiration." And the counsel 
was wise and good ; specially appropriate to a class of young 
men who are apt to rely too much upon definitions, to resort to 
them for answers to all objectors, to cite them as of final 
authority in the closest controversies. The caution against a 
too ready trust of such sort was not only wise and good, but it 
was startlingly novel for the time, and for a collegiate inclosure 
of the established church. There was a strangely prudential 
sound in the sentence, to those familiar with the old orthodox 
style of talk from English pulpits and professorial chairs, 
about the "plenary" inspiration of the Bible and cognate 
questions. Fifty years, twenty years, before the time just indi- 
cated, no such seemingly timid counsel could have been heard, 
probably, from any English theological lecturer. "What had hap- 
pened, meanwhile, requiring such discreet evasiveness in dealing 
with one of the fundamentals of orthodoxy ? A fit answer to 
that question takes us back to an important epoch in the history 
of English religious thought. " Essays and Eeviews " had ap- 
peared some little time before, and were already in the hands of 
great numbers of intelligent men and women ; the intellectual 
air of Great Britain being impregnated by the new, large, fresh, 
free thought of the scholarly writers ; and to Mr. Jowett's paper 
in the celebrated collection was due, I suspect, more than to any 
other proximate cause, that bit of prudential advice to a certain 
class of theological students, not to be in haste in adopting any 
positive opinion about Biblical inspiration.* 

* Of course, such a work as that which " Essays and Reviews " repre- 
sented had been long going on in Germany ; but little heed was given to it 
by English orthodox teaching, till popular attention was called to it as above 
indicated. 
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But why the formally emphasized precaution ? What intrin- 
sic difficulty is there in the word that was thus to be allowed 
to float loosely about in men's minds, because of the danger, or 
the impossibility, of tying it down to any fixed meaning ? The 
idea and fact of inspiration are familiar to all. The common 
notion men have of inspiration is correct enough, so far as it 
goes. It is an invasion of the mind or heart by some power or 
influence from above us, or from around us, energizing, enlight- 
ening, uplifting, and, it may be, hallowing, those faculties or 
affections of our nature which the inspiring incidents, things, 
persons, may have the fitness and force thus to incite. And 
than this sort of experience, there is none more unquestioned 
among men. All men are believers in, and subject to, inspira- 
tion. And hence it is that we all speak so freely, as of a real 
force acting upon consciousness, of the inspiration of nature, of 
art, of heroisms, and, supremely, of the transporting power of 
the loves and hates of men and women. Men of a sober style 
of speech have not hesitated to speak of great orators, artists, or 
writers, as inspired men. Certain it is, that multitudes of men 
and women have been inspired by the genius incarnate in such 
men, which still breathes, so to speak, through their works. 
And if one human spirit can so influence another, it is not a 
claim to be heard with scoffing, that the Divine Spirit has 
exerted, and still exerts, a mightier potency over the thoughts 
and affections of men, in ways little more mysterious than those 
in which the gifts and graces of genius act upon and inspire us. 
But, strangely enough, and to the serious hurt of the cause he 
defends, the theologian, while claiming that " every good gift, 
and every perfect gift, is from above," that "the true light 
lighteneth every man that cometh into the world," has yet 
laboriously and persistently denied that inspiration can be 
properly affirmed, in any "but a simply rhetorical sense, of 
any other than a limited, specific part of the Divine Spirit's 
work in the enlightenment and moral progress of mankind. A 
task at which theologians of the orthodox type have worked 
very hard has been this, in effect, — to find two distinct and 
mutually exclusive meanings for the word "inspiration," and 
that in support of a purely artificial theory of their own. They 
want the word as the designation of a supernatural influence, 
under which, it is claimed, certain men have spoken truth direct 
from God ; while they dare not deny all inspiration to men not 
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supernaturally moved. For the moral and religious literature 
of the world bears witness to the fact, that the deeper experi- 
ences of men in all ages and nations have run so inextricably 
into each other, while the utterances of such experiences have 
often had so nearly the same pure, spiritual ring in them, that 
the keenest intellectual insight, with the finest sensibility, has 
been unable to distinguish between them, as being some inspired 
and others uninspired. It is impossible, in other words, to 
mark off the great teachers and leaders of mankind into classes 
by rigid lines. The most that any such attempt can show us is, 
that some men have stood on higher ground than others, or 
have been visited by richer effusions of the one vitalizing, 
enlightening, and purifying energy. Yet is this indiscriminate 
classification accepted very generally without question in the 
Christian world to-day. Moses, David, Isaiah, Paul, were in- 
spired; Socrates, Sakya-muni, Marcus Aurelius, Shakspeare, 
were uninspired. Inspiration was exclusively the prerogative, 
that is, of the prophets and teachers through whom God 
revealed himself in Jewish and in early Christian times. But, 
accepting that narrow view of the Divine Spirit's operation in 
the world of moral intelligence and feeling, in what estimate 
are we to hold the lofty wisdom, and the pure goodness that the 
world has revered in men who have lived beyond the limits 
within which orthodox teaching confines the gifts of inspira- 
tion? Whence words like these? — are they "from heaven or 
of men?" — 

" The Supreme One said : I am made evident by my own power ; and as 
often as there is a decline of virtue, and an insurrection of vice and injustice 
in the world, I make myself known : and thus I appear from age to age, for 
the preservation of the just, the destruction of the wicked, and the establish- 
ment of virtue." 

" Holy acts of sacrifice are performed by those who are devoted to their 
own duties, whose conduct is right and free from blemish ; who are good, and 
tread in good paths." 

" When the intellect is pure as well as the heart, to it the region of the 
Deity becomes visible." 

" God is near you, is with you, is within you." 

" A sacred Spirit dwells within us, the observer and guardian of all our 
evil and our good." 

" Be self-denying, but do not boast of it : keep a watch upon yourself as 
your own most dangerous enemy. Do not plume yourself upon intellectual 
knowledge, which is in itself quite valueless, but on a consistent nobleness 
of action. Never relax your efforts, but aim at perfection." 
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"Bury my body as you please, but do not mourn as if you were burying 
Socrates. Think of me, rather, as gone to be with the wise and good, and 
with G-od, the fountain of all wisdom and goodness." 

These voices come to us from out the old heathen world ; 
but, judging them by their spirit and contents, they are as worthy 
to be counted divine as some of the sayings in " Solomon's 
Song." " Rare flowers from the garden of nature," evangelical 
sentiment calls these wise and weighty utterances ; but we may 
be bold to say of them, without fear of irreverence, " All these 
worketh that one and the self -same Spirit, dividing to every man 
severally as he will." For St. Paul himself places precisely such 
an estimate upon certain utterances of heathen wisdom, accord- 
ing to unambiguous statements of the New Testament. Prom 
his Hellenistic training and associations at Tarsus, he had be- 
come acquainted, it would seem, with Greek writers; which 
knowledge he does not disdain to use as a Christian missionary ; 
of which fact the record of his visit to Athens presents a striking 
instance. In the conduct of his great argument on Mars Hill, 
he accordingly cites, in support of the doctrine of the universal 
fatherhood of G-od, a line from the poet Aratus, affirming the 
broad generous truth.* In the First Epistle to the Corinthians, 
again (ch. xv. v. 33), he gives us, approvingly, a sentiment from 
Menander — "Evil communications corrupt good manners"; 
while in the letter to Titus (ch. i. v. 12), he refers to Epimenides 
as a " prophet." Thus, words from heathen authors have become 
part of what we hold to be supremely inspired Scripture, and are 
themselves therefore inspired.. But the inspiration did not come 
into them, surely, in the mere process of citation, or of trans- 
cription ; it must have been in the words, or in the truth they 
expressed, when they came from the original writers.t 

We must therefore enlarge our conception of the sphere and 
function of inspiration, and that under requirement of Bible 
authority and precedent. St. Paul being judge, other men than 
Hebrew prophets and Christian apostles have been " moved by 

* Or the words may be from a hymn to Jove, by Cleanthes. The sentence 
is almost identical in form in both authors. 

t See a curious notion of Cardinal Newman to the contrary of this, in 
" The Nineteenth Century," for February, 1884, where he tells us that all 
that is required to secure the quality of inspiration to a writing is "an in- 
spired editor ! " But how can the merely editorial function possibly convey 
to a writing any essential quality that it had not before ? 
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the Holy Ghost " to the titterance of divine and everlasting truth. 
Says Farrar : 

" God has spoken to men itoXofAspuSs xal icoXoTpoicun;, ' at sundry times and 
in divers manners,' with a richly variegated wisdom. Sometimes he has 
taught truth by the voice of Hebrew prophets ; sometimes by the voice of 
Pagan philosophers ; and all his voices demand our listening ear. If it was 
given to the Jew to speak with diviner insight and intenser power, it was 
given to the Gentile, also, to speak at times with a large and lofty utterance ; 
and we may learn truth from men of alien lips and another tongue. They, 
too, had the dream, the vision, the dark saying upon the harp, the mystic 

flashes upon the graven gems We cannot afford to lose these 

heathen testimonies to Christian truth, or to hush the glorious utterances of 
Muse and Sybil, which have outlived 'the drums and tramplings of a hundred 
triumphs.' " 

Doubtless, the highest and best of the Spirit's work in and 
over men's minds and hearts has been gathered up, by a law of 
" natural selection," so to speak, into the volume that we there- 
fore hold to be inspired *<xt' llox^v. Such honor cannot be claimed 
for it exclusively, however, but only in excellence of degree. 
The Divine Father has been in living contact with men through 
other avenues of intercourse than book-revelations, and far be- 
yond the limits of the Jewish and Christian Churches. The 
light supernal has, no doubt, shone most clearly, and fullest, in 
and through them ; but human reason, too, has been a " candle 
of the Lord " ; the conscience has been a prophetic voice in the 
moral conduct of life, men doing by nature the works of a law 
that they knew not, otherwise than as written in their hearts. 
These, also, are among the " fruits of the Spirit " ; with all that 
is true and wholesome in art, in literature, in social order, — in 
civilization, in a word. And in any definition of inspiration that 
theology may hereafter summon courage to frame, room must 
be found for these things, as, in their place and degree, religious 
and divine. 

But while our conventional theory of inspiration, so far as it 
has any definite character or compass at all, is thus demon- 
strably very much too narrow, in one important respect it is 
very much too wide. In the mental processes of nearly all our 
religious teachers and their disciples, inspiration is assumed to 
carry with it an absolute infallibility ; one broad, concrete, per- 
manent consequence of which is, our possessing a collection of 
writings distinguished from all others by this one quality of in- 
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fallibility ; which quality, according to traditional estimate, 
appertains in equal degree to every part of the composite whole 
that we know as the Bible ; every sentence of which, every word 
of which, indeed, is charged to the full with the heavenly 
unction, having been dictated to lawgiver, or prophet, or 
apostle, by the Holy Ghost, and is therefore infallible. This is 
the theory that has been held inviolable by our evangelical 
orthodoxy in general, down to our own time ; and that in spite 
of protest and exposure from nearly all the great scholars of all 
Christian creeds and schools ever since the revival of learning. 
For the manifold assumption, applied to the Bible as a whole, 
has very little valid authority to sustain it ; but, having once been 
received into confidence by the devout, ere critical learning had 
begun its labors, it has been impossible, or it has been deemed 
inexpedient, to dislodge it, as it is still approved by church 
" standards " as one of the articuli stantis vel cadentis ecclesice. 
How the assumption gained general acceptance, and so long re- 
tained it, among the faithful, history shows us. Jewish doctors 
of the earlier schools drew strong lines of demarkation, as we 
know, between the inspiration and authority of the several sec- 
tions into which they divided Sacred Scripture — the Law, the 
Prophets, and the rest of the books, grouped under the designa- 
tion Ketubim, or Hagiographa; but a superstitious reverence 
soon abolished all such distinctions, every part of the canonical 
collection of writings being credited at length with a plenary 
inspiration and infallibility ; * which lofty estimate of the 
ancient Scriptures was passively accepted by the early fathers 
of the Christian Church. Not till the time of Jerome was there 
any application of the genuine critical faculty to the mass of in- 
herited literature deemed all alike sacred ; and even then only 
in a timid, tentative way ; his labors exposing him to reproach 
as tending to undermine the authority of the Word of God. For 
neither was the time ripe, nor were the necessary implements in 
hand, for the formation of a critically discriminated estimate of 
writings that an idolatrous affection deemed it sacrilege to 
touch. The leading lights of the church were busy, moreover, 
with work of another sort, in multiplying and elaborating 
theological speculations and refinements, and in supplanting the 

* A special preeminence was always assigned to the books ascribed to 
Moses, however. 
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claims of an infallible book, by asserting, in effect, the superior 
claims of an infallible church. And so the work of investiga- 
tion into the origin and true character of the canonical Scrip- 
tures had to wait for more luminous days, and for better 
equipped workmen ; the intellect of Christendom lying almost 
suffocated for centuries under heaps of ecclesiastical disputa- 
tions and decisions. Here and there a man of learning and 
insight, and of erratic courage, like Abelard, dared to breast 
the heavy current of Jewish and patristic tradition, but their 
daring was denounced as heresy. For the "Western Church 
cared little for critical studies, except to discourage them. The 
infallibility it was chiefly concerned about was impersonated in 
the Pope. 

But an insurrection was rapidly approaching against all 
such authority. The "new learning "was spreading through 
Europe; schools and colleges were increasing; the printing- 
press began its work ; absolute authority over the intellect and 
conscience was dethroned over large spaces of Christendom ; all 
these being signs of a very threatening significance for the old, 
ecclesiastical hierarchy. But strange enough, as it may seem to 
some, and yet not strange to the discerning, the causes that con- 
spired to relax the tyrannous hold of the church over men's 
minds, only tended to strengthen the old superstitious venera- 
tion for the Bible. Men cast away very generally their faith in 
an infallible church ; but, as if the Christian life were impossi- 
ble without the support of infallibility of some sort, they betook 
themselves the more eagerly and the more trustingly to an in- 
fallible book. And thus, from the epoch whence we date the 
birth of a larger intellectual liberty in Christendom, and at 
which we catch almost the first breath of an honest and com- 
petent criticism, — from that period has come down to us the 
driest, hardest, most irrational, and relentlessly dogmatic bib- 
liolatry ever known in the religious world ; and chiefly from the 
pressure of the historical exigency just indicated, — the keenly- 
felt need of some other infallibility to take the place of the dis- 
carded infallibility of the church. * Some of the first Reformers 

* This frank statement may please those who long for the restoration of 
the autocratic authority of the church. Yet is the wish foolish. Be volutions 
never go backward. The church, while in possession of absolute power, 
almost wearied the world of her presence. See Art. XIX. of the Church of 
England's famous Thirty-nine. 
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were large-minded and free in their estimates of Holy Scrip- 
tures, particularly Luther ; who, though declaring at one time 
that, "one letter, yea, a single tittle, of Scripture, is of 
more and greater consequence than heaven and earth," never- 
theless exercised an untrammeled judgment on these matters; 
boldly setting aside, " not" only the strict inspiration, but the 
divine authority " of several books of the Old and New Testa- 
ments. Such freedom was in part the consequence of a fervent 
faith in one of the leading tenets of Protestantism, viz., that a 
considerable part of the Old Testament was useless, and in 
effect dead, for the evangelical believer since " grace and 
truth " had come through Jesus Christ. But, as in later Juda- 
ism, an unreasoning reverence prevailed over the discrimina- 
tions of criticism, and soon verbal inspiration and an absolute 
infallibility were claimed, with stronger emphasis than ever, for 
every part of the Bible ; the writers of the several books being 
regarded as simply the amanuenses of the Holy Ghost, an infalli- 
ble inspiration being asserted for even the vowel-points and 
accents of the sacred text. 

Such extravagance was rebuked or corrected, from time to 
time, by men of culture and of conscience, among Evangelicals 
and among Romanists ; conspicuously and most effectively by 
Erasmus, since whose rummaging among musty manuscripts, 
and the publication of his annotations to the New Testament, 
there has been no peace for believers in verbal infallibility. 
What is the theory worth, at best, to those who, for more than 
two thousand years, have had to rely upon translations to get at 
the pure truth of God 1 Unless the church has had a perennial 
supply of Dr. Newman's "inspired editors" all along, able to 
detect instinctively all mistakes of copyists, the claim to verbal 
infallibility in behalf of the Bible is absurd. But the book itself 
in its inherent character refutes the claim. One sacred writer 
very frequently cites the doctrine of an earlier, as so often in the 
New Testament ; but very seldom is any importance attached to 
the words in which the doctrine had been expressed. Chief 
regard is had to the thought or truth of the elder writer, the 
citation being sometimes very different in its verbal dress. Not 
only so, but in the various accounts we have of the same fact or 
event in sacred history, we have the largest and most conflicting 
diversity in the words employed in the records. For which 
version, then, is plenary inspiration to be claimed ? Or what 
VOL. cxxxix. — no. 334. 17 
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becomes of the notion of verbal infallibility in such cases ? In 
respect to the writing over the Cross, for example, one evan- 
gelist asserts that the inscription ran thus: "This is Jesus 
the King of the Jews " ; another, that it stood thus, simply : 
" The King of the Jews " ; another puts it thus : " This is the 
King of the Jews"; and another thus: " Jesus of Nazareth, the 
King of the Jews." Which of these is verbally infallible? 
Surely it were enough to say that all the four bear witness to 
the infallibility of the substantial fact, which each gives in his 
own way. Or, again, how can we prefer the claim of inf allibility 
in behalf of all the four or five widely divergent controversial- 
ists in the Book of Job ? or for the conflicting sentiments and 
reflections of the wise but moody author of the Book of Ecclesi- 
astes ? Or how can we honestly apply the claim not only to the 
pure, sweet, and sublimely devout utterances in the Book of 
Psalms, but also to the angry and sometimes horrible impreca- 
tions in that same justly cherished collection of sacred songs ? 
I know that orthodox commentators, deeming the imprecations 
unworthy the lips of David or of other Hebrew singers repre- 
sented in the collection, have dared to transfer them as prophe- 
cies to the lips of Jesus Christ ; but a more outrageous insult 
was never done to the intelligent faith and affection of those 
who honor " the name that is above every name." 

The spirit and purpose of this article will be misjudged if it 
be construed as an unqualified onslaught upon the doctrines 
indicated in the title. Both inspiration and infallibility are 
here affirmed, and emphasized, as predicable of the Biblical 
writings ; but not indiscriminately. Inspiration is a power of 
many differing degrees, not wholly confined to men or matters 
professionally sacred. No just exception can be taken to the 
phrase " verbal inspiration " when reasonably interpreted ; for 
words have been and are often inspired, as being the utterances 
of inspired men. While an absolute infallibility may be con- 
ceded to some sayings that have come down to us, — to those of 
the Lord Jesus Christ, to wit, so far as we can get at them. 
But for all the essential needs of the Christian life, all we can 
ask, for our guidance and comfort, is a moral infallibility ; and 
Christ has told us how we may attain to that. " If any man 
will do his will, he shall know of the doctrine that it is of God." 
And surely that should content any who may have been near 



INSPIRATION AND INFALLIBILITY. 233 

breaking down into tears, saying, "What shall we do, if you 
destroy our trust in the infallible Word ? " 

Let us have done with all timid concealments, all sophistica- 
tions, all turgid talk, and with all cant, in the cause of religion. 

Says Professor Jowett, in " Essays and Reviews " : 

"When interpreted like any other book, by the same rules of evidence, 
and by the same canons of criticism, the Bible will remain unlike any other 
book: its beauty will be freshly seen, as of a picture which is restored, 
after many ages, to its original state ; it will create a new interest, and 
make for itself a new kind of authority, by the life that is in it. It will be a 
spirit, and not a letter, as it was at the beginning ; having an influence like 
that of the spoken word, or the book newly found. The purer the light in 
the human heart, the more it will have an expression of itself in the mind of 

Christ No one can form any notion, from what we see around us, 

of the power which Christianity might have if it were at one with the con- 
science of man, and not at variance with his intellectual convictions." 

J. H. Rylance. 



